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IConservatives plan fix 
for veterans’ benefits 
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Disgruntled ex-soldiers threaten to 
^campaign in election slated for 2015 


i 

MURRAY BREWSTER 

THE CANADIAN PRESS 

:The Conservative government 
Iplans further changes to its oft-ma- 
ligned veterans charter, hoping to 
take the political sting out of com- 
plaints by ex-soldiers threatening 
to campaign against them in the 
next election. 

Veterans Affairs Minister Julian 
.Fantino tabled the government's 
response to a House of Commons 
committee review, which earlier 
this year recommended 14 specific 
changes to the support and benefits 
regime. Speaking late Wednesday, 
Fantino pledged to "‘leave no stone 
unturned” in the latest reform of 
the system. The Conservatives last 
rewrote the legislation covering 
veterans in 2011. 

“We are building on our record 
and the investments we made, 
(but) it is by no means the end to 
how we improve our support to Ca- 
nadian veterans and their families,” 
Fantino said. 

The department plans immediate 
revisions that don't require spend- 
ing or parliamentary approvals, to 
be followed — perhaps early in the 
new year — by changes requiring 
new money and co-ordination with 
other departments. 

It remains unclear how much of 
the second phase will make it into 
next spring's federal budget, the 
last before a federal election sched- 
uled for October 2015. 

The Commons committee com- 
plained, among other things, that 
the pain and suffering awards given 
to severelv iniured soldiers don't 
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$70,000 top-up payment could 
be added to whatever lump sum is 
given to a soldier. 

The source was not authorized 
to discuss the matter publicly and 
spoke on condition of anonymity. 

Other fiscal issues, such as en- 
suring badly wounded soldiers re- 
ceive financi^ benefits for life and 
the disparity in benefits between 
regular and reserve soldiers, will 
require “further due diligence,” the 
government response said. 

The response was a bitter disap- 
pointment to NDP veterans critic 
Peter Stoffer, who said he endorsed 
the all-party committee's recom- 
mendation in good faith and in the 
hope the government would take 
decisive action. “To say I am disap- 
pointed is understatement,” said 
Stoffer, who questioned the need 
for more study. “They just want to 
further delay and deny.” 

The Royal Canadian Legion ex- 
presse4 similar frustration. 

“The government has had more 
than enou gh Time, and certainly 

enough input from subject expertsT 

tobjable to take soM^tion,'^ s aid 

Tom Eagles, dominion nresident. 


the preamble of the veterans char- 
ter will explicitly spell out Canada's 
obligation to its veterans — a politi- 
cally toxic issue that's at the heart 
of a lawsuit by veterans of the war 
in Afghanistan. 

In their statement of defence, 
government lawyers argued the 
country has no special obligation 
to its servicemen and -women and 
that the current government can't 
be bound by the political promises 
of its predecessors. 

The Conservatives propose to 
remedy that by using language in 
the old Pension Act, which used 
to govern veterans, saying the law 
should be liberally construed to 
the benefit of former soldiers and 
federal police officers. 

Mike Blais, president of Canadian 
Veterans Advocacy, dismissed the 
plan as window-dressing. 

Fantino was involved in a testy, 
public exchange with veterans last 
winter over office closures and 
was accused of ignoring pleas for a 
meeting with a military spouse in a 
separate incident last spring. 

Both incidents were black eyes 
for a government that has staked 
much on defending those in uni- 
form. 

Last fall, the government was 
accused of standing idle while the 
military summarily discharged in- 
jured soldiers, many of them with 
post-traumatic stress disorder, be- 
fore they were ready to leave. 

The Commons committee rec- 
ommended no soldiers be dis- 
charged until they were in a “sta- 
ble” medical condition; Fantino's 
department responded that it in- 
tends to become involved earlier 
in the transition process. 

It also plans to give spouses ac- 
cess to a suite of services, including 
a new nro^am to train caredvers 


